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Finding the Local: Researching 
Communities for Service 
Learning Projects
Allen Reichert
Otterbein University
Shall I begin by being 
audacious?

• Student approach to service learning 
research
• Influence of student volunteer work
• Evaluating volunteer organizations
• Other findings




Broad Student Questions
• Background Information
• Information Seeking Behaviors
• Evaluating Information
• Role Play
Service Learning Assignment vs 
Traditional Assignment
Where students look for information
Traditional
Service
• Library Sources – 17
• Google – 16
• Specific types of web 
sites – 10 
• Direct to WARM – 11
• Google – 10
• Library Sources – 5
• People they know – 5
• Promise House – 4
• Other organizations -3
• Churches - 2
Traditional Research Service Research
Differences
• Reliance on organizations and WOM for 
service projects
• Where students look is more diffuse with 
service learning assignments
• Some students “more hopeful” than 
confident when looking for service learning 
information
Chart from: Stark, Megan. (2016) “Information in the 
Real World: Building a Bridge between Academic & Community 
Information through Service Learning” in Service Learning, Information Literacy, 
and Libraries.
Resources that provided useful 
results in the past will be used again, 
regardless of  whether they are 
appropriate for the new research 
task. 
Michelle D’Couto, 2015
Influence of Volunteer 
Work
What lead to volunteer work?
Main influences:
– Religion
– High School
– Sports
– Otterbein Classes
Types Volunteer Work
Broad categories
• School/ education
• Church/Mosque
• Children/ sports
• Food/ hunger
• Other
Observations
• Volunteering with food bank or pantry gave 
the students more confidence looking for 
similar organizations.
• Depth of volunteering impacts how they 
search. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, students tended to 
draw on their personal backgrounds or life 
experiences as catalysts for their research 
topics. Whether they wanted to better 
understand their own family histories or 
social identities, or address lingering questions 
after completing a volunteer project or 
internship, over a third of  the students 
specifically mentioned personal experience as 
an impetus for their work.
-Bonnet, pg44
Thick Volunteering
“a form of volunteering that is rich in quality, 
heavily saturated with social and individual 
meaning, and having a depth to that meaning.”
O’Toole, pg. 89 
Assessing Community 
Organizations
What do students look for?
How do they evaluate?
• Values/purpose/mission – 19
• Google – 14
• Talk to people from the organization – 12
• Website – 9
• WOM – 6
• Online Reviews (Yelp, Google) - 5
Observations
• Concern about mission & role
• Trust in personal connections (interviewing 
skills)
• Importance of Website/ Social Media
Other Reflections
• Statistical literacy
• Importance of government resources
• Expert Interviews
Conclusion
• Encourage engagement with past volunteer 
work if relevant.
• More emphasis on government resources
• Continue seeking out & highlighting local 
sources
• Develop/ highlight interview design
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Questions? Comments?
